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THEREIS A significant number of colnrnercial firrlis 
offering a wide variety of cataloging services to the library conimu- 
nit?. An unknown (but very high) percentage of libraries rnakes at 
least some use of such services for  anything from catalog cards for a 
small ~ l u ~ n b e r  of iteirls to the coillplete cataloging of all, or nearly all, 
of their acquisitions. 
Strangely enough, there is a real lack of published studies of 
commercial cataloging services, even though solne libr-ar-ies and some 
of the services themselves have carried out comparative analyses for 
internal use. Hence, with the permission of the issue editor and under  
the pressure of necessity, this article \\-ill not be a summary and 
analysis of inforrllatioll presented in the literature since the last 
Library Trends article on this subject; indeed, there is no such article. 
This report will instead attempt: (1) to define J\-hat commercial 
cataloging services are, ( 2 )to give an indication of what they do. (3)to 
contrast and compare them with noncommercial services, (4) to 
indicate how they may affect libraries, and (-5) to comment on some 
aspects of their role. 
Comrn~rcialmeans "in commerce o r  tracle" arid illlplies the esis- 
tence of a profit motive. For a moment, then, a commercial cataloging 
service can be said to offer to do  all o r  part of the cataloging 
operations of a library for a fee, and that the offer comes from a firm 
or  individual in business for a profit. As the discussio11 progresses, the 
reason for this rather involuted definition should become evident. 
As an  indication of the number of firms, it ~llightbe noted that the 
Librarj  Journal's "Annual Buyers' Guide" for 1975 listed, under 
several different headings, some twenty-five conlpanies offering 
cataloging services. A number of firms offered more than one service. 
T h e  list showed that catalog cards for audiovisual materials were 
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available from seven firms; catalog cards for books from ten; 
duplication or  xeroxing of cards from six; Library of Congress 
catalogs o r  cataloging in microform from five; catalogs in microform 
o r  printed-book form from ten; cataloging services for audiovisual 
materials from six, and for books from twelve; and, finally, book 
processing kits were available from eleven different firms. 
This is certainly not a complete listing either of types of services 
offered o r  of sources from which they are  available. It does not take 
into account many local firms o r  individuals, nor a number of larger 
firms which provide such services but have not listed them in this 
particular guide. It is significant to note, ho~vever, how many names 
of companies important to the library world in other ways appear on 
the list, such as Alesco, Bro-Dart, Dernco, Follett, Huntting, Josten, 
and Xerox. 
The  actual range o f  services, and the variety of combinations of 
services which are obtairlable, is bewilderingly complex. A rather 
helter-skelter and overlapping sampling lvould include: (1)  the pro- 
vision of fully cataloged instant libraries; (2) provision of person~lel to 
do  cataloging on  library premises; (3) provision of Library of Con- 
gress cards for books; (4)provision of cards from Library of Congress 
copy or  MARC tapes, edited o r  unedited, with o r  M-ithout headings 
and class numbers; (3) complete cataloging to the supplier's "stand- 
ard," to a choice of possible forms, o r  to individual specification; 
(6) card sets, prefiled or  not prefiled; (7) cards with o r  without kits, or  
with o r  without complete processing; (8)cards ~$.ith o r  for only those 
books o r  other materials ordered from the same supplier; (9) 
complete, printed book or  microform catalogs in a variety of formats, 
with o r  without updating and  cumulation; (10) services for books only 
o r  for audiovisual materials only, o r  for juvenile titles only; (11) cards 
for microforms ordered from a particular supplier; (12) cards only 
for items represented on MARC tapes; and (13) provision of a 
computer-based, on-line catalog. 
The  providers of such services include individuals, firms specializ- 
ing only in cataloging services, and firms primarily o r  also considered 
as publishers, booksellers, arholesalers, library supply houses, equip- 
ment manufacturers, or  combinations of these. 
Things used to be simpler. Either cataloging was done from scratch 
at the individual library or  system level, o r  Library of Congress or  
JVilson cards lvere ordered to expedite the process. Tha t  was the 
extent of cataloging. The  burgeoning of commercial services more o r  
less coincides with post-Sputnik increases in federal funding for 
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libraries, particularly school libraries. 
Similarly, there was a rapid growth over the same period in the 
number of governmental or quasi-governmental agencies and other 
nonprofit corporate bodies providing cataloging services, also of a 
bewildering variety. These include, but again are not limited to, such 
services as Cataloging-in-Publication (CIP); the Library of Congress's 
MARC (machine readable catalog) project; independent coopera- 
tively supported processing centers; state- or federally supported 
agencies like the Nassau Library System and others in New York State 
and elsewhere, and such organizations as Ohio College Library 
Center (OCLC), the New England Library Network (NELINET), and 
the Southeastern Library Network (SOLINET). 
From the viewpoint of the individual library, these services compete 
with those offered by the commercial firms (and with the in-house 
method) for the cataloging dollar. They also face financial, organiza- 
tional and administrative problems very similar to those of the com- 
mercial firms. In fact, they really have more similarities than dif- 
ferences. 
The grandfather of all such services is the Library of Congress card 
service. By law, the nonprofit service is not permitted to lose money. 
Indeed, to avoid doing so, it is expected to regulate what it charges for 
cards it supplies so as to produce a surplus of income over expendi- 
ture of 10 percent-which is greater than the profit of some com- 
mercial ventures. 
The Library of Congress does not charge against the card service 
the multitudinous professional and other costs involved in producing 
the original catalog card copy, and these costs may be regarded as an 
extensive federal subsidy of the service. On the other hand, this 
subsidy is equally available to the libraries, commercial firms, and 
other cataloging service agencies that use Library of Congress card or 
MARC services or CIP copy whenever they are available. 
The other nonprofit agencies which provide cataloging copy vary 
widely in their financial structure. Some receive a continuing subsidy 
over and above whatever their fees or membership subscriptions may 
bring in. Some have been initially subsidized-that is, provided with 
start-up money from public or private grant funds-and then ex- 
pected to be self-sustaining. A few of this later group have not only 
sustained themselves on the income from services they perform, but 
have been so managed as to take in enough to finance substantial and 
occasionally almost explosive growth. 
On the other hand, some of the commercial firms providing cata- 
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loging services have done so with very heavy initial losses. Some seem 
to have regarded the cataloging services the!. provide quite literally as 
services-provided at cost to add to or- retair~ customers for other 
goods or  services the firm offers. It must be added, too, that sonle of 
the comnler-cia1 services ha \e  been involuntaril~. nonpl-ofit-some so 
nlrlch so that the)- ha le  gone out of business. 
XI1 this is n.hy cornmer-cia1 cat;iloging services cannot simply be 
defined as those cataloging ser1,ices offei,ed at a fet. for a profit, or  
even as those sei-vices operated in espectatiorl of either irr:rnediate or  
eventual profit on the cataloging oper-ations in the~nsel\.es. 71'l~~ls,the 
most precise definition possible is that commercial cataloging services 
are those of firms in over-all busi~less to rrlake a profit. 
Ne\,ertheless, there is a rnajor difference between the con~mercial 
firnis providing cataloging ser-vices and sorne of the not-for-profit 
agencies ~vhich is ~vor th  noting. Conlmercial firms must take in 
enough incornc from their over-all business to stay in business, arlti 
this means retaining customers. This prodt~ces an  attitude ton.ard 
finding out customer needs and meeting customer dernand rvhich is 
often more positive than that s h o ~ c ~ ~  by at least some of the 11ot-for- 
profit agencies. T o  put the matter another \\.a)., the services orienta- 
tion of an agent!. callrlot really be judged 13) tvhether it is conlmercial 
or  riot, but there is a constant incentive for the commercial firms to be 
attentive to feedback fr-0111 current or  potential customers. 
It is important to note that I\ hile some com~nercial operations are 
small, some are very large indeed. These large firms serve literall) 
thousarlds of libraries, providing catalogirlg for an  enorn~ous  range of 
titles and with a br-oad range of cornbi~latiorls of services. For ex- 
ample, one fir111 has ser-vecl weil over 5,000 different libraries with 
types of services including all original cataloging as well as cataloging 
to unusual specifications, providing LC copy card sets, standard sets 
of their own, cards with books, processed books with cards, and 
computer-based book catalogs in various forms. 
As is the case in libraries, the degree of skills and knorvledge and 
professional background available in the conlniercial firms \ ,arks  
~2,ideIy.The  vice-president of one publishing company eager to pro- 
vide cataloging services was quite prepared to put Library of Con- 
gress card numbers on the spines of books on the theory that they 
lvere classification numbers. I n  another case, a nlajor firm rvas con- 
tracted at a very low cost to computerize the cataloged titles held by a 
large school system. The  reason for the lorv bid made 011this co~nplex 
task lvas simple arid sensible enough; the company felt that by doing 
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the job at a loss it would have the opportunity to acquire a very large 
cataloging data base for titles held by school libraries, and that the 
profit ~ . ou ld  come from further use of this information. Unfortu- 
nately for the firm, as any knowledgeable cataloger might have 
suspected, the school system in question used its okvn rules for main 
entry and descriptive cataloging, had its own subject headings which 
varied substantially from the Sears or the Library of Congress lists, 
and applied a classification which looked like Dewey but had actually 
been substantially modified. This firm learned the hard way, in that 
the contract had been signed before anyone became aware that such a 
large school system need not ~~ecessarily cor~form to professionally 
approved standard practice. 
On the other hand, the cataloging personnel of some of the larger 
firms are some of the most kno~vledgeable professionals in the field 
today, far more aware than most of us of developments in codes, or in 
LC practice, or of desirable improvements. They have close and 
continual contact with a very broad range of libraries, the situations 
which exist in them, and with both articulated and unexpressed 
needs. 
A few of these commercial firms represent tvhat is probably the 
peak of managerial skill in handling cataloging operations. Observa- 
tion indicates that they can handle a broad variety of cataloging 
situations with high efficiency and a minimum of professional staff 
~vhile maintaining sound quality levels. Gnfortunately, they publish 
little or nothing about their methods, which are worthy of extensive 
study by libraries. ,4t least one firm (and probably others as well) has 
developed a highly structured division of labor and instructional 
procedures for nonprofessional staff which should be the envy of 
librarians everywhere. A number of firms, again without lowering 
quality, have an extraordinarily- high output per professional cata- 
loger, and show what can be done if librarians do indeed function 
fully as professionals, with appropriate use of subprofessionals and 
other supporting staff, and with sound systems planning. 
It is interesting that it is impossible to draw conclusions about the 
cost of a given service to the library based on a simplistic belief that 
doing it in the local library or using a not-for-profit supplier must be 
less expensive than the same service provided by a profit-making firm 
Even in extreme cases, where one supplier is both in business for a 
profit and is actually realizing a great one, and the other is a not-for- 
profit agency which is both subsidized and not trying to produce a 
surplus of income over immediate costs, it is readily conceivable that 
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the first might be cheaper and better for a particular consumer 
library. 
There are cases, for example, where for at least a certain range of 
juvenile titles it may be cheaper and faster to get catalog cards with 
headings on the top, call numbers, and complete processing for the 
book, including mylar jacket, from a commercial firm than it would 
be to buy an unheaded card set for the same book from a nonprofit 
organization. This may be true for an even wider range of materials if 
ure are comparing a prefiled, headed set of cards ready to go into the 
catalog with separate, unheaded card sets for each book from the 
nonprofit institution. Reversals of such situations can occur as well, of 
course. 
It would be as false to jump to any conclusions about the ineffi- 
ciency of nonprofit or governmental organizations which charge 
more as it is to accuse the commercial services of greed or  venality 
when the reverse may be true. For both commercial and noncom- 
mercial organizations and for the consumer, there are questions of 
the nature of the operations, the scale of operations, and the predic- 
tability of coverage involved. 
The  commercial cataloging services have made very substantial 
contributions to cataloging standardization. In the main, they have 
tried very hard to determine what represents a good standard prac- 
tice, and by offering this to libraries at a lower cost than individualized 
deviations, have induced many libraries to conform. It should be 
noted that in almost every instance the library which does conform 
not only achieves economies and desirable uniformity with other 
libraries, but also raises the quality of information access. 
Nonetheless, many of the libraries purchasing cataloging services 
persist in demanding individualization, and some firms will supply 
it-at a price, of course. It  is a sobering, frustrating, and depressing 
experience to look through the files of specifications for such cata- 
loging sent in by some libraries, and to realize, for example, that there 
are still librarians, some in libraries with very restricted budgets, who 
will pay a premium price to have subject headings in red, or  to have 
their classification done by Dewey 14, or  for the use of outdated, 
outmoded subject heading lists. The  "standard" practices agreed 
upon by the profession appear to be based on the concept that each 
library is applying the standard itself, rather than accepting a cata- 
loging job as being as complete as possible as it is done by an outside 
agency, whether profit or  nonprofit. 
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As those who have established or  worked with federated systems 
well know, it is surprising how often the published codes, lists, rules, 
or  classification systems leave open alternatives to be chosen by the 
user. If there can be bitter debates over such totally inconsequential 
decisions as whether to use "92" o r  "B" for biographies, one can 
imagine what happens in the case of more substantial issues, such as 
the momentous question of book numbers. 
In choosing among alternatives for their "standard" cataloging and 
offering it at a cheaper price, the commercial firms have developed 
needed extensions of codes and rules, generally well chosen, have 
promoted uniformity, and have increased quality for many libraries. 
However, as the files in the firms show, far too few librarians have 
been wise enough to take advantage of this. 
The  amount of educating of librarians which can be done by these 
companies about the wisest procedures to follow is limited. The  
companies are almost entirely limited to influence by price, since 
company representatives feel they cannot criticize, even by implica- 
tion, what a librarian is doing, even if he happens to be using a 1930 
Sears list. Moreover, company representatives tend to be very dif- 
fident about anything which might seem critical of the profession 
when they speak at meetings, present papers, or work on committees. 
This is not solely-and in the case of some professional librarians 
employed by the firms, not even mainly-because of a fear of losing 
customers. It can be partially attributed to the attitude of at least some 
librarians, despite evidence to the contrary, that persons who work 
for  profit-making agencies cease to retain their professional ethics 
and professional attitudes. 
Fortunately, this misconception seems to be fading, thanks to the 
efforts of some outstanding librarians employed by cataloging services 
and to the fact that some excellent librarians who have worked for 
commercial firms are now working in libraries and have seen both 
sides of the issue. 
Not only have the commercial firms made a de facto contribution 
toward providing a standard practice where present rules leave 
options open, they have been forced into other areas-the cataloging 
of nonprint materials and the classification of phonorecords and 
tapes, for example-where conflicting rules existed or  no suitable 
rules were available. Here, in order to meet customer demand, the 
firms were forced to generate some kind of standard practice for 
themselves pending professional resolution of the problems. Indi- 
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vidual libraries o r  library s)-steins have been forced to do  the same 
thing, of course, but the influence of this is by no means as strong as is 
that of the larger firms which serve many libraries. 
While it should not he forgotten that commercial cataloging 
operations frequently serve large university libraries and that some of 
them can and do  handle materials in any language and deal with law, 
medicine, and other highly specialized disciplines, the bulk of their 
services goes to school and smaller public libraries, with a lesser 
amount to colleges, community colleges, and technical institutes. 
Thus,  for most services, the vast preponderance of ~vork  is done lcith 
English-language titles, mainly current and mainly American. Within 
this category, most of the volumes handled are juvenile titles o r  
comparatively recent adult titles at the secondary school level. Given 
the relative lack of effectively centralized administrative units doing 
cataloging on a systern-\vide basis, the commercial firms have proba- 
bl>- contributed substantially to nlaintaining quality cataloging in 
nlany school libraries, including those centralized systems which they 
supply. 
I t  sonietimes seems that a high proportion of informed comment 
and criticism on cataloging problerns from the field-and conse-
quently, influence over cataloging codes, rules, and policies--comes 
from the larger university and research library group. This remains 
true despite the recent very substantial contributiorls of the Library of 
Congress in handling juvenile titles, and the Library of Congress's 
a~careness that the use of its cataloging, by volume, is enormously 
higher for current L7.S. titles and for juvenile books than is the use of 
cataloging for- the rest of the titles in its output.  
On  the other hand, the commercial firms have been quite sensitive 
to the needs of public and especially of school libraries, since these 
constitute the really predominant customer group. It remains for the 
profession to tap and make proper use of their accumulated expertise 
in this area, especially on questions of subject access to juvenile 
materials and the cataloging of nonprint media. 
There  would appear to be a strong future for the commercial 
services. X'Iost have Iceathered the economic shocks of the past few 
years-qui te  severe shocks ~vhich lciped out several companies and 
caused others to Ivithdraw from the field. By combining cataloging 
with other services, scrving selected markets. making use of advarl- 
tages of scale, and being alert to standards, they can provide many 
libraries with more economic and better cataloging than ~ r ou l d  be 
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available in other ways. The  incentive to stay in business, if not to 
make a profit, means that they must be responsive to needs and 
develop efficient procedures. For the future, it is to be hoped that 
there will be more recognition within the profession that the corn- 
rnercial services are an integral part of the field, and that greater 
participation by them in its councils is to be encouraged rather than 
feared. 

